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Contesting Continuing Professional Development: 




Abstract: This paper argues the competing ways in which continuing professional 
development (CPD) is currently practised in schooling settings in England is a product of 
the complex social conditions within which teachers work and learn, and teachers’ efforts 
to make sense of these conditions.  Specifically, the paper draws upon research into the 
teacher learning practices, and conditions of practice, of a group of eighteen teachers 
from one inner-city comprehensive secondary school in the British Midlands.  To make 
sense of competing approaches to CPD within the school, the paper analyses these 
teachers’ experiences in light of Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of social practices as 
contested.  The research reveals competing approaches to teacher CPD in relation to the 
management of teachers’ CPD, the focus upon improving test scores, and the modes of 
learning in which teachers participate.  The paper shows how conflicting pressures and 
demands in the context within which teachers work, and teachers’ responses to these 
demands, contribute to contested practices in and across these domains, both arising from 
and resulting in what is described as a ‘hybridised’ habitus.  The research gestures 
towards the need to cultivate conditions conducive to more educationally-oriented, 
critical, situated and collaborative CPD. 
 

















This paper provides insights into the nature of the continuing professional development 
(CPD) practices of teachers in England under current conditions.  Specifically, the paper 
draws upon the experiences of eighteen teachers from one secondary school, specialising 
in languages, in the British Midlands.  The research presented reveals the nature of CPD 
practices undertaken within the school in the context of work and policy conditions 
currently influencing teachers in England.  In this way, the paper seeks to better 
understand the range of teachers’ professional development practices, in context, which 
exist within the school.   
 
The paper firstly draws upon relevant literature to outline the nature of different 
approaches and foci to teachers’ CPD in England in recent times, revealing numerous 
competing and contested conditions and approaches to teachers’ learning.  To explore 
how this myriad of influences and approaches affect teachers’ actual learning practices, 
the paper then draws upon the CPD experiences of a group of teachers in a specialist 
languages college in a mid-sized city in the British Midlands.  These experiences are not 
seen as decontextualised practices which arise regardless of circumstances, but are 
instead understood as influenced by, and productive of, the complex conditions in which 
they are undertaken.  To reveal the effects of the complex conditions productive of 
competing CPD practices, these practices are analysed in light of sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu’s notion of practice as contested.  Through application of Bourdieu’s theory of 
practice, the paper reveals how these tensions are socially produced, and how these 
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conditions contribute to the production of competing pressures, demands and approaches 
to teachers’ learning.   
 
Conceptualising and contextualising continuing professional development 
 
While recognising the difficulty of defining CPD, for the purposes of this paper, after 
Day (1999), CPD is understood in very broad terms as including a wide variety of 
learning experiences, naturally occurring and planned, which benefit individuals, groups 
or schools, and which contribute to students’ learning in classroom settings.  A brief 
review of literature into current educational conditions, and the nature of teacher CPD 
practices, reveals a complex array of influences, foci and approaches to CPD.  However, 
this literature also reveals that the relationship between these conditions and CPD 
practices is not always recognised, nor theorised.   
 
In terms of broad educational conditions more generally, as in other western settings, in 
England, public education provision has attracted increased scrutiny by governments, and 
the public, more generally (Ball, 2008).  This is evident in a variety of ways, including 
through the ongoing publication of league tables comparing school results, and ever 
increasing demands for data at the school level, and calls for the use of this data in 
improvement strategies (Ozga, 2009).  In part, this has manifest itself as increased 
attention to ‘value-added’ results, in spite of concerns about the validity of such values, 
which are not always seen as adequately accounting for influences beyond the school 
(Taylor & Ngoc Nguyen, 2006).  There has also been an increased trend towards 
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specialisation within schools as a means of responding to increasing market pressures.  At 
the same time, alongside various ‘performative’ and accountability-oriented demands 
associated with Ofsted inspections, league tables, performance management and 
differentiation of the teaching workforce (through advanced skills teachers, for example), 
there is also policy advocacy for increased creativity, most obviously in primary 
schooling (Troman, Jeffrey & Raggl, 2007). 
 
Under such conditions, Day and Sachs (2004) argue that CPD practices are characterised 
by a mix of more ‘managerial’ and more ‘democratic’ discourses of professionalism.  
Managerial professionalism is described as being system driven, involving external 
regulation, undertaken for political ends, involving competing and market driven 
mechanisms, and characterised by a logic of control and compliance. Managerial 
approaches are driven by broad, audit-based concerns (Power, 1997; Strathern, 2000), 
and a conception of education which treats teaching (and teachers) as needing to be 
carefully managed.   In contrast, democratic professionalism is more genuinely 
profession-driven, involves internal regulation, seeks to go beyond formalised reform 
agendas, fosters genuine teacher learning, and encourages a much more ‘activist’ stance 
(Sachs, 2003) on the part of teachers.  Managerial approaches have led to a 
standardisation and bureaucratisation of education, with a strong focus upon teacher 
accountability, thereby restricting the work of good teachers (Connell, 2009).  Greater 
accountability is often expressed via a strong emphasis upon quantitative measures of 
students’ learning, focused upon ‘data-driven’ approaches, typically expressed as test 
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scores (Taubman, 2009).  Such moves are part of a broader push to prescribe the nature 
of teachers’ work and learning within nation-states, including England (Beck, 2009).   
 
The increasing prescription of teachers’ work promotes passive and generic short-term 
modes of teacher learning, often focused on immediate policy initiatives.  A recent large-
scale study into the nature of CPD practices in schools in England (involving an 
extensive literature review of CPD practices since 2004, in-depth qualitative studies of 
nine primary schools and three secondary schools, and a national random sample of 
primary and secondary teachers in England, (returning 1126 responses)), found 
individual, isolated workshop approaches, often in response to various curricular, 
assessment-related and a myriad of other issues, dominate teachers’ learning practices 
(Pedder, Storey & Opfer, 2008).   Approximately 85% of teachers were found to engage 
in in-school workshops, while 64% engaged in out-of-school workshops.  Such practices 
typically involve teachers engaging in passive, deficit-oriented practices, listening to 
lectures or presentations (67%) designed to inform them about new initiatives.   
 
However, despite the pre-dominance of traditional modes of CPD, the conditions under 
which teachers work do not preclude alternative practices.  While considerably fewer 
teachers engage in more active CPD practices than traditional forms, Pedder et al.’s 
(2008) research reveals that 16% of teachers in their study were involved in study groups 
with colleagues.  There is also an emphasis upon local practices alongside concerns to 
address broader systemic foci.  The most successful schools were those which utilised a 
range of CPD strategies, taking the needs of both the school and teachers into account 
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(Ofsted, 2006).  Localised CPD sometimes takes the form of in-school peer observations, 
which have been enthusiastically supported by teachers involved (Boyle, While & Boyle, 
2004; Gray, 2005), as well as a focus upon student learning (Bolam & Weindling, 2006), 
and classroom-based practice more generally (Cordingley, Bell, Thomason & Firth, 
2005).  Cordingley, Bell, Evans and Firth (2005) found that active participation of 
teachers, often working in pairs, and focusing on classroom practice, led to changes in 
classroom practices.   
 
In relation to collaboration more generally, in their study of the CPD practices of 854 
English primary and secondary teachers, Boyle, While & Boyle (2004) found 18% of 
respondents participated in teacher networks.  Also, while within-school networks can be 
beneficial when focused on classroom-based inquiry, they are most effective when 
explicitly supported by school management (James & McCormick, 2009).  Networks 
beyond school sites are also considered favourably by English teachers, with some 
subject-based CPD, in particular, being highly regarded (Gray, 2005).  Warwick, Rivers 
& Agleton (2004) found that longer term, collaborative learning enabled citizenship 
education teachers to incorporate new learning into existing practice.  Furthermore, there 
is considerable evidence of collaboration being employed effectively by teachers in 
England more generally (McCormick, Banks, Morgan, Opfer, Pedder, Storey & 
Wolfenden, 2008). 
 
While collectively this research provides useful insights into the varied nature of CPD 
practices, it doesn’t necessarily explicitly theorise how these practices play out in relation 
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to one another.  That is, while researchers have revealed CPD practices as complex and 
multifaceted, there appears to be less empirical research which seeks, in detail, to 
explicitly make sense of the tensions which characterise competing approaches to CPD, 
and the broader social conditions productive of these tensions.  Sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu provides useful theoretical resources for making sense of social practices as 
competing, and how broader social conditions contribute to these practices.  
 
Theorising contestation: Bourdieu’s theory of practice 
 
For Bourdieu (1998), the social world comprises identifiable groupings, or ‘fields’, of 
practices which exist in complex inter-relationships of dominance and subordination.  
Each field is characterised by its own particular practices, which confer distinctions upon 
its members, and which make it possible to identify its own peculiar ‘logic’.  It is this 
logic of practice, expressed via specific ‘rules of the game’ (Bourdieu, 1990), which give 
meaning to the words and actions of those who inhabit these fields, and which give 
meaning to the practices which characterise them.   
 
These logics of practice do not exist in isolation from the individuals and groups who 
comprise fields.  Rather, these logics are inscribed within the bodily hexis, the ‘habitus’, 
of those who occupy any given field.  The habitus is a durable set of dispositions 
produced by participation within particular fields, and, in turn, is productive of these 
fields themselves.  Again, drawing upon the analogy of a game, Bourdieu (1990) seeks to 
encapsulate the mutually constitutive relationship between the habitus and the field, and 
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how this relationship makes it possible to almost predict what will occur.  This ‘feel for 
the game’: 
 
... gives a fairly accurate idea of the almost miraculous encounter between the 
habitus and a field, between incorporated history and an objectified history, which 
makes possible the near-perfect anticipation of the future inscribed in all the 
concrete configurations on the pitch or board (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 66). 
 
However, practices are also open to challenge and alteration by those involved in their 
development.  Through processes of ongoing reflection and strategising, individuals and 
groups are able to challenge ingrained practices, even as they are influenced by them 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 
 
The specific social, political and material resources which coalesce within particular 
fields, which constitute and are constitutive of individual and collective habitus, make 
this ‘feel for the game’, and challenges to it, possible.  These resources, or ‘capitals,’ 
present themselves in three ways: as economic capital, often in the form of money and 
property; cultural capital, which may be embodied in long-lasting dispositions, or 
objectified in the form of specific goods (books, pictures etc.); and as social capital, 
expressed as particular social contacts and associations able to confer distinction on the 
bearer (Bourdieu, 1986).  Such capitals structure practices by making it more or less 
possible for their bearers to exert influence in particular fields. 
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Collectively, these ‘thinking tools’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) of field, habitus and 
capitals help to make sense of the complexity of social practices, and of the ‘interests’ at 
play in any given situation (Bourdieu, 1998).   It is these interests which reveal social 
practices as inherently contested (Bourdieu, 1984).  This paper draws upon these 
concepts to better understand the nature of the CPD practices of a group of teachers 
working at a specific school in recent times.  
 
Researching CPD at ‘Midlands High’ 
 
‘Midlands High’ is a comprehensive, co-educational inner-city state school located in a 
mid-sized city in the English Midlands.  Originally the site of a private boys’ school, 
Midlands High incorporates a languages college, and has a long history as a traditional 
academic institution.  The school draws upon a diverse and comprehensive intake of 
students from the surrounding city and regions.  Approximately 25 nationalities are 
represented in the student body of 1700 students.  Midlands High is highly regarded in 
the local community, and consistently achieves higher-than-average academic results on 
traditional measures, such as GCSE1 and A-levels2.  The teaching staff of approximately 
150 personnel range across newly appointed and recently qualified teachers to mid-career 
and more experienced teachers.  
 
                                                 
1 The GCSE is an English qualification conferred on students who have successfully completed a number 
of courses by approximately the age of 16. 
2 ‘A-Levels’ are post-GCSE qualifications conferred on students in recognition of successful completion of 
selected courses by the end of their schooling. 
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The research draws upon eighteen individual interviews with eighteen teachers – seven 
female, eleven male –, from across the school.  Teachers were mostly experienced, with a 
significant proportion of teachers in the early to mid-career phaseteachers; fs.  Five 
teachers had more than twenty-five years’ experience, eight teachers had between ten and 
fifteen years’ experience, one had between five and ten years’ experience, and four 
teachers had between one and five years.’.  The least experienced teacher was a Newly 
Qualified Teacher who had been teaching for two months.  All teachers, except one, were 
employed on a full-time basis.  Participants volunteered to be involved, and were broadly 
representative of the dominant academic departments within the school – English, 
Mathematics, Sciences, Social Sciences, the Arts, and Languages.  Interviews were 
between approximately twenty minutes and more than one hour in duration.  All 
interviews were transcribed remotely.   
 
Interviewees were asked a series of questions related to current CPD practices, including 
recent and ongoing CPD in which they have been/are involved, the impact of current 
government policy upon CPD, the way in which standardised testing, and testing more 
generally, as well as performance management of teachers, influences CPD, and whether 
and how alternative CPD practices have influenced teachers’ learning.  Specifically, 
teachers were asked for: their ‘first impressions’ when the term ‘PD’ was mentioned; 
instances of PD which they had experienced/been involved in their current schooling 
setting; the nature of any initiatives/reforms currently under way in the school, and the 
PD associated with those initiatives; the impact of current government policy on PD 
provision, and their work more generally; curriculum-related PD they have recently 
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experienced; the impact of student testing, and national benchmarks upon PD provision; 
the role and impact of performance management on PD; specific school-based forms of 
PD in which they had been involved; the extent to which teachers were active in 
facilitating their own PD, and why this was the case; the incidenceresilience of more 
traditional, one-off, workshop style approaches; the relevance of PD to their 
immediateeachers’ work; the role of leadership in PD provision, and; whether and how 
their involvement in PD hasd influenced students’ schooling and learning experiences.    
 
 
Rather than focusing upon the myriad of issues related to teacher PD broached by 
participants during the interviews, this paper seeks to elicit those bBroad themes which 
participants focused upon most frequently and fully.  Furthermore, these data were 
analysedelicited from the data in light of  Bourdieu’s (1984, 1986, 1990, 1998) 
understanding of practice as contested.  That is, the data analysis presented reflects a two-
step process involving identifying key themes within the data in an what Shank (2002) 
describes asThrough an emergent thematic approach, involving searching for patterns 
within the data, and then scrutinising this data in light of Bourdieu’s theory of practice as 
contested (Shank, 2002), several themes were identified.  This approach yielded insights 
thatinto the most significantse themes to emerge from the data, namely: related to  the 
influence of performance management on CPD practices;, the nature and effects of a 
general push for CPD to improve test scores, and; the extent to which CPD encouraged 
individualistic or more collaborative teacher learning.  To scrutinise the contested nature 
of the practices to which participants referred, these emergent themes were then analysed 
Formatted: Font: Not Bold
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in light of Bourdieu’s theory of practice.  Specific practices revealed the valuing of 
contested and competing capitals, embodied within individual and collective teacher 
habitus, which were both product and productive of what is described as the field of CPD 




Findings: The field of CPD practices at Midlands High 
 
The data indicated a wide range of responses to questions about teachers’ PD.  While 
some teachers initially considertrued PD in terms of more traditional accounts of one-off 
workshops at the start of a school term/year, many gave much more detailed and varied 
descriptions of the PD in which they were involved in.  This included 
involvementparticipation in and/or recognition of a Masters’ programme undertaken by 
several teachers in the school, and which involved teachers’ sustained reflection on their 
own work within the school.  Teachers also reflected on the myriad reforms and policies 
to which schools had to respond, and how some of the PD associated with such reforms 
sometimes seemed more superficial than substantial.  For many teachers, PD was closely 
associated with their particular subject domain, and some teachers referred in detail to 
more systematic approaches to PD undertaken within their subject departments.  
However, the themes/categories which dominated amongst teachers were those which 
resonated with issues relating to the management of PD, PD associated with 
improvements in students’ examination results, and whether and how PD encouraged 
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more individualistic versus collaborative approaches.  That is, these themes/categories 
were formulatderived from respondents’ answers on the basis of the questions posed 
during initial interviews.  These responses were then analysed in light of the criteria of 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice, particularly the notion of practice as contested, to help 
make sense of the competing ways in which PD was construed and practised in this 
schooling setting.  This paper reports on, and is limited to, the nature of these most 
significant themes/categories, and includes examples of participants’ responses to these 
foci. 
 
Managing CPD  
 
For many teachers, CPD was part of a broader managerial logic, at the individual and 
school level.  At the level of the individual teacher, this ‘process’ involved compliance 
with school goals, and was directly assessable by teachers’ respective Heads of 
Department through a process of performance management: 
 
... you have a team leader with whom you agree three targets for development 
which have to reflect what the school development targets are, or have to reflect 
what your particular area of responsibility is.  So, for example, last year one of my 
targets was to get to grips with the GCSE students’ assessment standards for the 
criteria by which they pass or fail a GCSE because the standards were new for last 
year and so … my target was to understand the new standards, as it were. And 
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then my head of department would kind of assess that, and decide whether I’d 
done it. (Jocelyn, Mathematics teacher) 
 
Such responses were evident across the range of participants’experiences, male and 
female, but were most prevalent amongst younger teachers and teachers in middle and 
senior management roles. 
  
These managerial logics also played out at a whole-school level, typically expressed in 
the form of more generic, traditional ‘in-service’ days:  
 
...[On the first day of the year, we had] a kind of overview of the previous year, 
often mentioning particular themes that we have in our school development plan 
for the coming year, so setting the scene really, for the year to come.  (Anika, 
History/English teacher) 
 
Well sometimes we’ve had whole-staff training days about a specific topic where 
you start with a speaker in the hall and we’ve all been invited, and we’ve done 
some generic presentation on a speciality ... (Paul, English teacher) 
 
... in terms of a whole-school activity with people coming in from outside, to give 
one-off talks or lectures ....  (Jason, Chemistry teacher) 
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Almost all respondents were able to articulate PD as being characterised, at least in part, 
by such days. 
  
However, at the same time, these individual and collective managerial logics were also 
resisted.  For one teacher, CPD incited concerns about addressing performance 
management requirements for no real gain: 
 
Well, when you say CPD, the first thing that comes to mind is this annual paper 
process that we go through … the phrase CPD, actually, is very much sort of 
entrenched with this process that we have to go through – and that feels like a 
‘process’, rather than something that’s necessarily that useful, and something that 
you engage in all the time. (Kenneth, Mathematics teacher) 
 
More general, whole-school CPD days were also simultaneously resisted by most 
participants, revealing a more educative disposition produced by and productive of more 
educational experiences, and at odds with a more administrative logic of practice 
encountered during such days.  A more critical disposition arose in response to exposure 
to CPD days associated with particular policies to which schools have to be responsive, 
but which were not always seen as being educationally substantive: 
 
… we might have a talk in the hall, so normally the setup will be get here in the 
morning, go to the hall ... it will be – normally it's information based, it's not 
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actually learning anything, or telling us about what different things are going on 
in school ...  (Jackson, Geography teacher) 
 
I don't see those training days, those formal training days as being very useful for 
professional development actually.  They're more about informing people, training 
people, in certain things a school needs to get everybody up to speed.  Like, they 
changed the law on child protection; everybody had to know this new stuff. So we 
had to do a training day … It didn’t feel like professional development. It didn't feel 
like, ‘Okay. This is helping me move on to something I wanted to.’ It just felt like, 
we have to learn this, because that was the new … framework.  So I don't think 
those formal PD days are very good for PD ... (Justin, Mathematics teacher) 
 
Consequently, the way in which teachers’ learning is construed is reflective of more 
managerial logics, at the same time as there was concern that such initiatives did little to 
contribute to more substantive learning per se, or issues of relevance to teachers.  Such 
reflections were prevalent amongst both less and more experienced teachers, particularly 
those  teachers who were not in middle/senior management roles.   
 
 
 CPD for and beyond test scores 
 
Some CPD was also seen as a vehicle to effect improvements in quantitative measures of 
student outcomes in a context in which such outcomes were construed as increasingly 
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important capitals.  This was a concern for almost all participants, and was evident in 
support for CPD provided by particular exam boards, and aimed at improving 
examination results: 
 
… we have English literature, English language and combined A levels, and we 
use ‘EXAM’3  Board, and especially because it’s a new one, they’ll have training 
sessions on what the examiners are looking for. They’ll give you example essays. 
They’ll talk about the kind of common mistakes. They’ll give you a pack as well, 
so kind of teaching resources and things like that...  (Katerina, English teacher) 
 
Improved examination results were valued capitals, which influenced the organisation of 
various ‘training days’: 
 
We have a number of training days in the school; yeah we always have at least 
one at the beginning of the year, sometimes two.  And we will typically have a 
briefing from the head or senior teachers on what’s happened with examination 
results ... And then, we’ll have meetings as departments where we go through the 
examination results in our particular subject areas ...  We will have written the 
school evaluation plan already,  ... but that needs to be tweaked or amended in 
light of examination results ... (Anika, History/English teacher) 
 
                                                 
3 Pseudonym for an examination board used by the school. 
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There was also evidence of strategising to focus attention on specified targets to increase 
the proportion of students passing core subjects at Key Stage 4/Key Stage 54.  This was 
evident in relation to whole-of-school foci: 
 
... there have been [targets] to do with performance of particular cohorts so we 
have targets within school and we issue those targets for Key Stage 4/Key Stage 5 
performance things like the percentage ‘As to C’s’ in Maths and Science. 
(Clinton, Chemistry teacher) 
 
In these ways, teachers were clearly disposed to engage in CPD designed to effect 
improved examination results.  Deference to learning designed to improve these results as 
preset ‘targets’ reflects a more performative habitus.   
 
However, at the same time as there was evidence of various teacher learning strategies to 
improve test results, teachers were also concerned to engage in learning related to the 
specific circumstances and conditions in which they worked and learned.  Reflecting a 
more ‘situated’ habitus, CPD was also seen by some participants, both those in 
management roles and full-time teachers, as an intrinsic part of the teaching process, and 
involved changing and adapting to the specific circumstances encountered on a daily 
basis: 
 
I've been teaching 15 years now, and I say, on the day I think I've cracked it all, 
just send me home, because I've obviously gone off the rails somewhere along the 
                                                 
4 The Key Stage 4/Key Stage 5 junction is the point at which GCSEs are conferred.  
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line.  We were talking today with a class about it: ‘Sir, how can you come in and 
teach maths every day? Don't you find it boring?’ And I said, ‘No. I'm going to 
teach the same lesson to a set of Year 8 students Period One, and a set of Year 8 
students Period Two. On paper it's the same lesson, [but] when I actually walk in 
the classroom, it won't be the same lesson’ …And although to my students, that 
seems like it's the same thing all the time, it's not. You know, you automatically 
change and adapt what you do, and I think that's the ongoing process that you 
develop … to me, that's, as I say, an ever changing thing. (Justin, Mathematics 
teacher) 
 
Learning derived from specific, daily situations was valued across the board by 
teachersrespondents, regardless of gender.  The Head of Geography’s more situated, 
educational disposition, the product of a constant process of active engagement with local 
classroom sites and staff, was evident in the way he critiqued an over-emphasis upon 
more generic CPD events in response to national, typically examination-focused, 
initiatives: 
 
The one thing you often find is that these courses, because they’re very national, 
they’re very generic … But if they don’t know the background of your students, 
and your staff, then it might not work because of that and so that’s another reason 
why I think it’s better to go with a mixture of the local network meeting and local 
associations … and every now and again go onto the exam board courses … 
(Keith, Head of Geography) 
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An alternative logic of practice, based on sharing practice during regular meetings, 
challenged narrower conceptions of teacher and student learning:  
 
... within the Department, during most Department meetings we’ll have a 10-15 
minute slot where someone will share some new ideas and new references that 
they’ve come up with and it just basically gives the opportunity for us to always 
focus as often as we can, almost every meeting, not every one but almost every 
meeting, to focus on teaching and learning – the thing we’re actually all here for 
really ...    (Keith, Head of Geography) 
 
In this way, while there was evidence of more narrowly-focused test-centric CPD 
amongst many teachers, there was also a valuing of a broader range of practices which 
took specific context into account, and often amongst these same teacherrespondents.  
 
 Learning apart, learning together 
 
Teachers All teachers, regardless of experience and position within the school, were also 
influenced by experiences of more passive individualistic approaches to their learning.  A 
more conservative teacher habitus was evident in the way CPD was typically construed 
as an individual exercise, involving attending courses over short periods of time: 
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the traditional way of CPD is, of course, attending courses and that could be 
anything from a day course to two hours in the evening ... (Mary, Director of 
Languages) 
 
... we did a behaviour management seminar run by a guy who is a deputy head in 
a specialist behavioural school.  So he came in to talk about good principles of 
behaviour management... (Edith, Mathematics teacher) 
 
The influence of these individualistic logics were was readily apparent in how one 
teacher construed CPD as focused on personal deficits: 
 
[CPD] is something that I think is aimed at building, maybe, weaknesses in my 
career or helping me aim for something that I want to be in the future.  So for 
example, at the moment, one of my targets is to follow middle management 
[personnel] around a couple of periods a week to ‘learn the trade’ – to hopefully 
then progress my career in the next couple of years to middle management level 
and beyond, hopefully. (Michael, Languages teacher) 
 
However, such individualism was also problematised, sometimes robustly.  For the 
Director of Languages at the school, having responsibility for the development of other 
teachers helped to galvanise her own learning: 
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The very first really effective professional development that I undertook was, I 
think three or four years into teaching when I was in charge of Languages in the 
school in [neighbouring town], which is about forty miles from here, and I was 
representing our department at an LEA working party where we were trying to 
develop flexible learning.  And we all, in that network, we ... all agreed ...  to do a 
project and then share it with the others.  And that really kept me on my toes.  Up 
to that point, I’d been going to lots of courses and new courses ... but here I 
actually have to do something because I was expected to feed back to the others in 
the group.  (Mary, Director of Languages) 
 
Working and learning with other teachers at a more local level was seen as fostering a 
more active, collaborative disposition, reflecting the social capital accrued by teachers 
working within and across school sites: 
 
... we’ve been able to network with each other more, find out within the school 
and also within clusters of schools where there is some excellent practice going 
on ... You’re forging links with people who are doing similar things to you. On a 
one-off course that’s now run by an exam board, the chances are you’re not going 
to see these people ever again. (Keith, Head of Geography) 
 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, sSuch reflections were particularly evident amongst more 
experienced teachers (although not necessarily those in formal management positions). 
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Social capital was also accrued, in part, through membership of professional bodies 
beyond individual school sites: 
 
I am on a committee for the Geography Association in [city] and we have actually 
created a network, a support network for CPD in developing Geography teachers 
across [city] which is often attended by up to 30-plus people at a time. …  we’ll 
do hands-on practical work with teachers from different Geography departments 
across [local region].  We’ll have meetings where we’ll share resources and ideas, 
kind of a creativity session.  (Keith, Head of Geography) 
 
The social capital accrued through such external bodies was also evident in how an art 
teacher advocated interaction with practising artists: 
 
One thing I'm looking at which I think is really important in terms of CPD, 
specifically with the art and photography teachers, is the involvement of outside 
agencies. And it's tying in to this idea of the ‘artist teacher.’  There's an 
organisation in the UK called the NSEAD, which is the National Society for 
Education in Art and Design, and it's quite an old organisation, not every art 
teacher is a member of this ... so I would see that as being some sort of 
partnership with an outside agency to link into CPD which is an art-specific thing. 
(Leonard, Art teacher)  
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Seeking For both more and less experienced teachers, male and female, seeking 
membership of both intra and extra-school groups was a strategic attempt to improve 
teachers’ learning within specific departments.  
 
 
Contesting teacher continuing professional development 
 
Teachers’ continuing professional development practices at Midlands High gestures 
towards the field of CPD practices as a site of considerable contestation between a 
myriad of competing practices.  This contestation was evident within and across teachers’ 
responses to the management of teachers’ learning, the push for improved test scores, and 
support for particular modes of learning. 
 
The way in which some teachers sometimes automatically linked the performance 
management of teachers’ work and CPD reveals the influence of a more general 
‘managerial professionalism’ (Day & Sachs, 2004), and the development and influence of 
an ‘administrative’ habitus.  This is the outcome of immersion in a system which 
involves the adoption of CPD ‘targets’ as part of a formal review process.  This more 
administrative, managerial habitus is also evident in teachers’ construal of generic whole-
school CPD workshops and seminars to address specific foci as the usual form of teacher 
CPD.  From the outset, such an approach prescribes the CPD which is valued, and 
authorises those in formalised positions of power to exercise their judgment over whether 
CPD has been successful.  The conservative ‘teacherly’ disposition produced through 
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such an approach is compliant to broad, generic measures of educational success.  The 
logic of monitoring and auditing pre-specified outcomes becomes dominant (Power, 
19979; Strathern, 2000).   
 
However, and at the same time, critiques of these more administrative and managerial 
logics also reveal CPD as a contested site.  A much broader conception of teacher 
learning was also construed as important, and such learning couldn’t simply be addressed 
through a generic process.  Teachers’ criticisms of what one teacher described as ‘this 
annual paper process’ in which teachers had to engage is a form of strategising, revealing 
an alternative, critical logic more attuned to teachers’ specific needs and contexts.  
Criticism of the performance management process and generic training days as 
administrative tasks is evidence of the valuing of more intrinsically educational capitals, 
even as such capitals were challenged by more managerial logics.   
 
This contestation is also evident in relation to CPD and test scores.  A more 
instrumentally-oriented, administrative habitus is evident in the focus upon how to 
achieve improved examination results.  Improved examination results seemed to 
represent valued capitals in and of themselves within an educational system increasingly 
focused upon numeric measures of achievement as evidence of student learning 
(Taubman, 2009).  The format for CPD days at the beginning of the year reveals evidence 
of the dominance of this attention to examination results per se.  That such a focus 
represents an orthodoxy is apparent in the repetitive focus upon these results at different 
organisational levels within the school throughout these days.  This attention to narrow 
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conceptions of ‘results’ also influences ongoing changes to schooling practices, such as 
those described within school evaluation plans.  The impact of this orthodoxy is felt 
across the board; improved GCSE – particularly the percentage of students receiving ‘A 
to C’ – and A-level results are valued capitals which directly influence the CPD 
construed as most beneficial.   
 
However, and again in keeping with the notion of practice as contested within any given 
field (Bourdieu, 1984; 1986; 1990; 1998), teachers also engaged in CPD practices for 
more intrinsically educational purposes, and not simply to improve exam results.  More 
localised, site specific, academically substantive CPD practices were also evident and 
valued.  Teachers sought to engage in active and reflective inquiry in situ, in relation to 
specific teaching practices and classroom sites, and drew upon these as resources to 
further their own learning and improvements in practice.  In this way, a more substantive, 
‘situated’ disposition was evident which went beyond performative concerns about 
focusing upon teacher learning for improved examination results.  A more educational 
habitus was forged which is perhaps atypical in relation to much existing CPD practice 
(cf. McCormick et al., 2008; Pedder et al., 2008). 
 
Finally, competing CPD practices were evident in relation to specific modes of learning.  
Within Midlands High, as in other settings (Pedder et al, 2008) there was considerable 
emphasis upon learning as an individual activity, often involving teachers passively 
participating in various ‘training days’.  Such days followed a particular format, and 
typically involved teachers listening to an external speaker.  A compliant, conservative 
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disposition was evident in teachers’ often acritical approach to such information sessions.  
Information was directed at teachers as individuals, and related to centralised concerns of 
interest at the time, or a general presentation on what one teacher described as a 
‘speciality’.  The dominance of these more individualistic bureaucratic, approaches to 
teachers’ CPD complement more managerial approaches (Day & Sachs, 2004), 
encouraging passivity on the part of teachers.   
 
However, and again reflecting a much more complex range of influences, more 
collaborative learning was also apparent and valued within the field of CPD practices, as 
evident in how teachers sought to engage in learning opportunities with others beyond the 
school site.  As in other English settings (Boyle, While & Boyle, 2004), for teachers at 
Midlands, networks were valued.  A more outwardly-oriented, but still context-focused 
teaching habitus, was evident in the way some teachers participated in networks external 
to the school, including those associated with particular subject areas, which they felt 
contributed to improving their teaching within the school.  The social and cultural capital 
accrued through ongoing membership of the Royal Society of Chemists and the National 
Society for Education in Art and Design, for example, were seen as having direct benefits 
for teacher and student learning.  Teachers’ collaborative practices (McCormick et al., 
2008) serve as evidence of a form of social capital which challenges more individualistic, 
short-term CPD practices.  In this way, the ‘rules of the game’ – in this case, in relation to 
CPD – are struggled over, as more sustained collaborative logics exist alongside, and in 








This paper reveals the complexity of actual professional development practices under 
current conditions.  There is significant evidence of CPD practices as reflecting more 
generic, managerial approaches to teachers’ learning, and of passivity and acquiescence 
on the part of teachers to sometimes narrow administrative demands.  However, there is 
also evidence of sometimes trenchant critiques of such foci.  There is evidence of 
teachers engaged in more instrumental, test-focused conceptions of learning, but also 
participation in more active, situated learning beyond a focus on test scores alone.  
Finally, specific modes of learning are revealed as individualistic, but also collaborative 
in nature.  Collectively, these more administrative/managerial, critical, test-oriented, 
situated, individualistic and collaborative CPD approaches and foci constitute a complex 
array of practices which exist in sometimes complementary, but typically contested 
relationships to one another.  Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus and capital make it 
possible to identify and make sense of these complex, competing tendencies and 
pressures.  Importantly, they also highlight the importance of careful empirical and 
analytical work to reveal the nature and hyrbridity of the relational nature of CPD 
practices.  Arguably, in the ongoing tensions between more performative, test-oriented, 
and individualistic approaches to teachers’ learning, and more critical, situated and 
collaborative logics, there is evidence to support what might be described as a 
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‘hybridised’ habitus which is both product and productive of multiple and conflicting 
demands upon teachers. 
 
While the snapshot presented in this paper may at least partially incite optimism about the 
state of teacher CPD, it is also important to acknowledge the specificity of the chosen 
site.  This was not a struggling school, placed in ‘special measures’ by Ofsted, but was an 
unapologetically academically-oriented secondary institution with a large sixth form, 
which had a significant cadre of experienced teachers, many of whom had higher 
degrees, and a long history or academic success.  That more performative, managerial 
and instrumental logics were clearly evident in such a setting is indicative of just how 
greatly the field of CPD practices has been influenced by such logics, even as educators 
have sought to challenge them.  Consequently, it is vital to identify and critique those 
auditing practices which debase teachers’ learning by simplifying CPD to the point of 
meaningless abstraction.  At the same time, it is necessary to recognise and promote more 
genuinely educative logics within the field of CPD practices, including the capacity to 
recognise, value and build upon more critical, collaborative and situated approaches to 
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